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	1. Chapter 1

When I first chose Dauntless, it was difficult to believe that I really chose it. Now, I can't imagine choosing anything else.

It is not just because of Peter, though that is an important chunk of it. It is also because of the courage, strength, and trust that I've developed during my time here. The kind of camaraderie that comes with risking your life for others and trusting they risk their lives in return brings people together in a way that could never be understood by merely reading a textbook or experimenting in a lab. That's why I left Erudite. They would never understand that.

Being Erudite was a lifetime ago. The blue blazers, neat hair, and glasses were a girl, timid and afraid but with a million facts running through her head. The day I traded that in for leather jackets and tattoos was the day I learned to shut my brain up. It was the same city but a different way of life. To do rather than think. To live rather than fear.

I remember the day I entered the Dauntless compound. I was the third poor son of a bitch to take the plunge toward a hole in the roof only to hit the harsh but safe material of the net at the bottom of it. There were hands pulling me as I made my way off the net, twisting and stretching until my feet hit solid ground. I looked up at the hole in the sky, wondering how gruesome it would have been if I happened to still be laying in the net when the next initiate came hurling towards it. Would the momentum have crushed my bones, rendering me factionless before I could even begin? I tried to do the math in my head, calculating my approximate velocity and my mass and a possible velocity and mass of the next initiate.

There was a hand gripped around my arm that jolted me from my thoughts, holding me tighter than necessary. There would be bruises in the morning. If I survived that long.

"I don't have all day, initiate." The owner of the hand spoke to me harshly but there was a sense of boredom. Like he couldn't care less. "Name?"

"Lana." My name came out as barely a whisper.

"What was that?" His voice was mocking.

"Lana." I coughed a bit louder, still intimidated by his presence. The man was only a few years older than I was but was tall. His body was littered with scars and taut muscles stood out against his skin. It was clear that he was no stranger to violence.

He leaned in closer and narrowed his eyes. His fingers tightened around the flesh of my arms as he leaned in, his muscles tightening and rippling underneath his black t-shirt. "Are you afraid, Lana?"

"No." I sounded stronger, but I felt smaller. He knew it.

"I hope you turn out to be stronger than your voice is." He sneers. "We don't let mice into Dauntless."

As he let go of my arm, he shoved me toward the other initiates. My upper arm had five red imprints in the shapes of his fingers, aching and throbbing. I knew I must have looked like a kicked puppy by the looks of pity the others gave me as I walked over to them. A Dauntless woman stood with them and leaned down toward me. She had kind eyes and countless tattoos. She brushed her short hair out of her eyes and gave me a pat on the shoulder, the first reassuring gesture I'd known that day.

"I just want to formally apologize in advance for Peter." She says, shaking her head. "Unfortunately, he's in charge of your training. Fortunately, after training, you'll barely see him."

I nod. The difference between this woman and Peter is astounding.

"My name's Christina. Yours?"

"Lana." I say, forcing strength into my voice and holding it steady. "My name is Lana."

Christina nodded in approval and gave me one last pat on the back before watching the rest of the initiates scream as they fell into the net, officially beginning the process to actually becoming a member of Dauntless. From there, we were given a tour of the compound and celebrated our first meal in our new home. It wasn't until I lay in bed that night, surrounded in the crummy form by boys and girls alike, that I realized just how severe the situation was. I was stuck here; it was too late to turn back. Not everyone here would be like Christina. I suspected most of them would be like Peter. His face was imprinted in my nightmares that night.

"Hey." Someone was nudging me, poking my shoulders and my face. "Lana, get up."

I rolled over to find myself face to face with Alex, a fellow Erudite transfer. She smiled bright and wide at me like she was gushing with excitement. It was almost as though she should have gone to Amity instead of this sunless place. I hoped she was tough enough. I hoped I was tough enough.

"First day of training!"

She practically pulled me out of bed and down to the training room before my brain was awake enough to process that my feet were moving at all. Others were shuffling around us, still rubbing the sleep from their eyes. Most were still in bed, almost all Dauntless-borns who had been waiting for this their whole lives. The rest of us couldn't sleep or were taken from their beds by perky should-be-Amity's.

I looked around the training room when we got there. Aside from the two of us, there were four or five people around. One boy was filled to the brim with dread, the tears in his eyes indicating the regret at choosing his current faction. I focused on Alex's foot tapping against the ground instead rather than worrying about whether I wore the same look of terror on my face. For once, I was grateful for Alex's energy and joy.

A few more shuffled in one by one until I couldn't tell if they were early, like Alex and I were, or if they were on time.

"Alright, initiates! Line up!" Peter barked as he swung the door to the training room.

Everyone in the room scurried into a single line, shoulder to shoulder. The boy next to me bumped my right arm, the one that Peter held in a vicious grip yesterday. I gasped and looked down to find dark purple bruises standing prominent against my skin. When I looked up, I found myself practically nose to nose with someone. Peter. Of course.

"Eyes up, Lana" he spat my name like it was an insult. He looked down at my arm and smiled, proud of his handiwork. I couldn't help but wonder how someone could look so innocent and so much like a rabid dog at the same time.

"This is the scoreboard which your eyes will be glued to for the entirety of your training. Anyone under this line at the end will be cut."

A timid girl raised her hand, trembling as she did. Peter's eyes shifted to her and focused on her as if he were eating her fear. I don't know what made him cruel but it was hard to believe he was always this way. But maybe some people are born with evil in their hearts, no matter what faction they come from.

"What?" he spat.

"What do you mean by cut?" her voice was weaker than mine.

I wished she would be his new target so he would let up on me a little. It was the most selfish I'd been in my life and I didn't have Abnegation roots.

"You'll be booted the hell out of this faction so as not to poison it and you'll be living the rest of your lives with the factionless, taking handouts from Stiffs to survive." He responds with coldness that I'd never seen in anyone before. Maybe he had found his new target.

"On that note, everyone to a punching bag! Hussle!"

At that, everyone scurried off to a punching bag, throwing punches and kicks at it with fearful enthusiasm. They put their whole bodies behind the assaults, hurting themselves more than helping themselves. They looked clueless; they didn't know how to do any of this stuff yet. The only people who actually had a clue were the Dauntless-borns. It didn't seem logical to me, we didn't know the proper form, technique, anything! What use was this?

"What're you waiting for, Squealer?" Peter asked, jabbing his thumb into one of my bruises.

"Squealer?" My voice wasn't as confident or loud as it was with Christina yesterday. I still was that small girl with her eyes to the floor and whose voice cracked when she spoke because she didn't use it often. If it weren't for the blue I wore in school, people would have mistaken me easily for Abnegation.

"You aren't loud now, but I'm sure you will be when you get that first kick to the teeth."

"Aren't you going to teach us how to actually do this stuff?" I asked, putting effort into steadying my voice rather than think about his new nickname for me.

He chuckles and looks around at the other initiates in a frenzy of violence against the swinging inanimate objects around us. They're too filled with fear to think clearly.

"I was going to let everyone make idiots of themselves the first day." He laughed again, sadistic. Why was he in charge of us? I'd heard stories about one of the leaders, Eric, who was in charge of training a few years back. I wish we'd gotten him instead of Peter.

"But," Peter continued. "Since you definitely need whatever advantage you can get, I will start your lesson early."

"Lucky me." I rolled my eyes. That took a lot of courage. Maybe I will fit in here.

"Watch it." He said, sharply.

"How do I do this?"

"Make a fist like this?" He curled his fingers, manipulating them into a powerful fist that I prayed never to be on the other end on. I imitated him, curling my fingers in the same way until it made the same shape only much smaller and much weaker. I promised myself I would work until I was powerful, like he was. I would be Dauntless. I would belong here.

He grunted and I took that to mean I did okay for an initiate. It's about the little victories, isn't it?

"Now try throwing a punch."

I tried, swinging my fist at the bag, throwing my full body at it with as much momentum as I could muster. My hand collided with it and an explosion of pain burst across my hand. It was freeing.

I looked back to Peter laughing at me. "I like the enthusiasm, Squealer." He clapped and his tone oozed with sarcasm. "Plant your feet into the ground."

I did as he said. His hands were around my waist all of a sudden, twisting my torso abruptly, making my ribs scream in protest. I let out a noise mixed with surprise and pain as his hands stayed on my hips for longer than they needed to after he had already positioned me. My face reddened in embarrassment.

"Wow, I didn't even need to wait until you got punched to hear you squeal." He raised his eyebrows and looked down on me. I felt bigger than I did at the beginning of the day.

"Thanks for the help." I say, trying to make myself sound cold like he did. I stared at the punching bag, preparing myself to throw more punches instead of looking him in the eye. I wanted him to stop looking at me.

"You're welcome." He snorted and walked off, a cocky arrogance in every step he took. I bet he was first in his class.

My next hours were spent punching my spirit away in that training room, blocking out everything around me. My pain, the other initiates, even Peter did not cross my mind until I looked down at my beaten hands. They were swollen and bruised from the effort.

For the first time in my life, I felt what it was like to be Dauntless.


	2. Chapter 2

The first stage of training was undeniably brutal and cruel, filled with the violence that made everyone so afraid of the Dauntless. In that training room, I did not see brave keepers of justice dedicated to extraordinary acts of bravery. I saw cowards who would sacrifice anyone to earn their place in Dauntless. I saw the people who would grow up to bully the factionless and beat each other down for the glory and spoils of war. This wasn't Dauntless. This was cowardice.

"Alex and Elijah! In the ring." Peter announced. "Until one of you is no longer able to continue."

The rules had changed, that much we knew. In the year before, no one was offered the option to concede. We had to be willing to travel to the edge of death or be kicked out. No one, not even the Dauntless-borns, knew why the rules had changed.

I prayed for my friend as she went into the ring against a Dauntless born with a smile almost as bright as hers. Neither wanted to fight but both knew they had no choice in it. Peter watched everything, taking notes of everyone's progress or lack thereof. He would knock points off if you looked afraid or flinched at anything. It was incredible that anyone had any points left at this point.

At this point, Elijah swung, planting a hard punch to Alex's jaw, quickly knocking her to the ground. I gave her props for getting up. She even got a few good kicks to his ribs before he picked her up and slammed her to the ground, repeatedly hitting her face until her eyes closed and she was unconscious. It was a quick fight but I could tell Elijah had shown mercy to her. He could have dragged it out, shown the same sadism people like Peter exhibit, and made sure she felt it. I deemed Elijah one of the good Dauntless.

"Peter."

Everyone turned toward the voice as a large man with an eyebrow piercing and tattoos covering his neck entered the training room. To say he was intimidating was a complete and utter understatement. Looking at him was like inviting death inside, as if he could stuff your body with daggers just because he could.

"Eric." Peter said, a hint of a smirk tugging at the corners of his lips as he approached the man. Eric. So he's the one we'd heard about. One of the instructors of last year.

"How's the training going?" Eric asked. "Anyone out yet?"

"Not yet." All I heard was malice in both of their voices.

"I'm disappointed. Thought you'd be able to scare a couple of the cowards away by now." Eric said. "Maybe you aren't hard enough on them, Peter."

I look down at the bruises on my arms, legs, and torso. I am a tornado of purples and blues all blending together in painful bunches where violence has touched me in ways I will not be able to forget. I know I am not the only one. Peter has not gone easy on us and I regret my wish to have had Eric as a trainer instead. Peter is the lesser of two evils, something I never thought I'd think.

Without looking away from Eric's eyes, challenging him with narrow eyes, Peter shouts. "Squealer! Malcom! In the ring now!"

I realized Elijah was next to me when he pats me on the back and whispered good luck to me before I went. I smiled at him and thanked him, both for the luck and for his mercy on Alex. We were all just kids who are trying to survive and climb beyond the bottom of the food chain.

Maybe Peter is doing the same thing. Maybe Eric is the bigger fish who's going to eat him alive if he doesn't keep up. Maybe he's just trying not to get killed like we all are. Maybe he's just like us and that's how it has to be here. For the first time, I don't see Peter as the bad guy.

Once in the ring, I out myself into a fighting stance with my knees bent and my hips forward. Malcolm sneers the same way wolves do before they attack and devour. This is an easy fight for him. He steps forward and flings his fist toward my face, catching my just below my eye. Ignoring the pain in my cheekbones, I curl my hand into a fist like Peter taught me but am caught off guard by a swift kick to the ribs, making me collapse to the ground in a coughing fit.

"Gonna get up, Squealer?" Malcom taunts, quickly stepping toward me to make me flinch but stepping back again. He's toying with me like a cat playing with a mouse before it becomes dinner.

I look over at Peter who is glaring at Malcolm but whose eyes switch to mine. He makes an exasperated motion at me to get up. I do.

Again, curling my fist the way he taught me, I swing forward with a force that surprises me and Malcolm alike, catching him in the jaw. I feel a sickening crack under my knuckles as he stumbles back from the impact, briefly sinking to one knee before popping back up.

"Son of a bitch!" he shouts, putting his arms up to block his face.

I take advantage of his surprise and go for a kick in the chest, knocking the wind out of him. He is thrown off balance and sinks to his knee again for a second. It unnerves him, being caught off guard by someone who is so easily overlooked. I catch a glimpse of everyone around me, equally as surprised. Even Eric's mouth is slack with an unmistakable expression of shock. The only one who doesn't look surprised is Peter. As if he knew.

Malcolm catches his breath and lunges at me, catching me around the waist and slamming me to the ground. I hit the ground with him on top of me and just start throwing whatever punches I can, some hitting him and some not. I'm frantic and desperate, grasping at straws I know are not there. The fight is basically over. Blood drips onto my face from Malcolm's nose above me, broken from one of my desperate punches. I beg that I fall unconscious fast.

"Stop playing with her, initiate." Eric's voice is distant and far away.

I see his knuckles fly toward my face, cracking my nose. Before I drift away, there is only red. Burning my eyes, filling my mouth, spilling from my injuries.

I'm only unconscious for about a minute so when they lift me, I can feel everything around me. One arm is under my legs while the other supports my back while my head hangs over the crook of the elbow. The arms are strong, stronger than any of the initiates. Then I hear him.

"You did pretty good, Squealer." It's a low murmur meant only for me to hear but it ignites a fire within my veins, an aching to shove Malcolm to the ground and dig my knee into his face until he's the one being carried off by Peter to the infirmary. "Need some work though." He reminds me.

"Next time." The words slip from my lips before I even realize they've formed. I watch as the hint of a smile tugs at Peter's lips.

"You'll get your chance, Squealer. Nice punches."

I smile, mustering the strength to pick my head up to show that I am not weak and I will not allow this loss to defeat me and that I will rise stronger than I was before. This is what Dauntless is about, learning from your mistakes and using them to make yourself better. Maybe Peter was more Dauntless than I thought after all.

"She's out, Peter." Eric says from behind us. "Done."

Suddenly, Peter sets me on my feet and though every muscle and bone in my body screams under the stress of gravity, I stay upright. "Walk." He instructs me and I do. I walk without assistance the rest of the way out of the training room with every eye, including Eric's, on me. An unbelievable sense of triumph washes over me in cool blue waves, soothing the bruises and injuries that litter my body. I am calm. I am strong. I am Dauntless.

Once out of the training room and the sight of the other's I collapse against Peter. My chest heaves with effort and pain and he holds me upright, allowing me to catch my breath and collect myself. But I know that I am unable to.

"Are you going to walk to the infirmary?" Peter asks. He's giving me a choice.

I shake my head.

"Well, you're gonna have to crawl there then." He says and moves away, letting my body drop to the ground with a sickening thud. He walks back into the training room and I hear him say to Eric, "She's done."

I cringe into a ball just outside the door and let myself cry. In the month it's been since I got here, I haven't allowed myself to cry. It is a sign of weakness and I am weak. I have failed Dauntless initiated, I have failed Peter, and I have failed myself. It seems only fitting to let my built up weakness out at once. The tears gush from my eyes and pour over my cheeks, stinging the split skin that is still bleeding. There is no reason to be afraid of weakness when I am going to live a life consumed by it.

I look down at my knuckles, looking at the split skin filled with calluses and bruises from my hard work training. All for nothing.

Eric's sadistic laugh booms in the room next to me and anger builds in the cavity of my chest. He is the reason Dauntless has gone to shit. It's his fault that Dauntless is filled with greed, corruption, and senseless violence when it should be filled with ordinary acts of bravery, a strong sense of justice, and an unbreakable camaraderie. I will not let this stand.

Slowly, I push myself up to my elbows, grunting with pain and effort. White hot brands touch every part of me as I drag myself toward the supplies closet at the end of the hall that is filled with bandages and other things that patch us temporarily while the real scars are inside, made of fear and desperation and ugly things. With unbelievable effort, I make it but leave a trail of thick red blood in my path.

Opening the closet door, I use it to help my pull myself to my feet, worried that one of my ankles is broken. I think it could be, but then again, I'm no doctor and Erudite textbooks only taught me so much in my time there. But I reach antiseptic and wipe my body of the innocent blood I spilled for the sake of Eric. Carefully, I wrap myself in gauze, securing the fabric against my wounds and hoping that I heal before I die. This'll show Peter. It'll show Eric, too. It'll show all of them.

My walk back down the hallway is a quick one. I start slow with a painful intake of breath to accompany every step. But as my anger builds, so does my determination and I end up running to the door and pulling it open with a force I would not have had earlier, even without the pain and blood still coating me.

Everyone else is at a punching bag, practicing their technique and their fighting moves. Only Eric and Peter turn toward me. Eric frowns and when he narrows his eyes, it makes him look like a weasel. A weasel on steroids, but a weasel nonetheless. Peter smirks and I hope that the glint I see in his eyes is pride, not malice. I am not angry. I am grateful.

"You're done here." Eric says, gesturing toward the door. "You should probably raid the kitchen before you go since it will be a long time until the Abnegation will give anything to the factionless."

"No." Peter intercedes. His voice is not as strong as when he's berating us initiates but it is firm enough for Eric to widen his eyes and look at him.

"You said it yourself, Hayes. Turns out she wasn't cut out for this."

"She might not be." Peter shrugs but takes a step closer to me, sizing me up to see if I'll back down from this. "But if the rest of her days are like this, maybe she'll make it through initiation."

Eric grunts and shakes his head, walking away without a word. I am grateful again that we have Peter instead of Eric. I can't imagine what he would have done to the initiates under his watch. I wouldn't be surprised if he dangled one of them over the chasm or something.

"Go." Peter says to me, shoving me toward one of the punching bags.

I stumble and fall to my knees but rise again and walk away from him. Maybe it was my imagination, but I think I may have seen the ghost of a smile on his face.

"I was worried you were out."

It's Elijah.

"Yeah, well, I didn't really feel like spending the rest of my life driving the buses and living off of other people's scraps. I came here to be Dauntless." I say.

"Well, I think that's pretty cool. I think Dauntless has been missing people like you and me for far too long now." He smiles and hits me with his elbow playfully. "We should spar sometime."

I nod my head. "Yeah, I'd like that."

"I'm sorry about your friend, Alex." He apologizes. "I didn't want to hurt her but it's not like I really had a choice."

I nod again. "We're all just trying to survive here."

"Just gonna stand around and chat or are you going to make up for your loss today?" I jump at the words right in my ear, an angry bark from Peter. I hadn't realized he'd crept so close to us.

I don't say anything and kick the bag with the side of my foot, sending my nerves ablaze with resistance and pressure but I wave it off and keep hitting until I feel he's left me.

"I don't think Alex will be mad at you." I say to Elijah/ "She's going to understand."

He bites his lip and nods. "Thank you. I just wish the Candor weren't so accurate in calling us the cruelest faction. It's really changed from when I was a kid."

"You're still a kid." I point out. "Hell, we're all still kids. And we're being trained as gladiators to kill each other. I don't want to be the only one that believes in ordinary acts of bravery."

"You're not. I believe in them, too." Elijah's presence is comforting. I am glad that the cruelty here is real and not just a manifestation of my weakness. The issues are with Dauntless, not with me.

"Peter's looking at you." Elijah points out with a chuckle. I turn my head and sure enough, Peter's eyes are on me and they flit away as soon as our eyes connect.

I grin.


End file.
